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INVENTED HISTORIES: GOSSIP AS ARCHIVAL 
PRACTICE IN ANNA BURNS’ MILKMAN 
 
  HOLLY WIELECHOWSKI 





In this article I will interrogate the role of gossip as archival practice as evidenced 
in Anna Burns’ 2018 novel Milkman. Set at the height of the Northern Irish 
Troubles, the novel depicts the complex power dynamics that are enacted within 
the Catholic community. The novel focuses intensely on gender, being a coming-
of-age novel for the unnamed female narrator whose life is entirely structured by 
the power plays that enmesh her on a daily basis. I will argue that these complex 
power dynamics are maintained by the use of non-traditional forms of archiving – 
specifically gossip. Further, I will argue that the contemporaneous archival 
practices foregrounded in the novel delimit the potential for subjectivity to only two 
clear forms: what Michael Rothberg has termed the “implicated subject” and what 
Burns herself terms in the novel the “beyond-the-pales,” or those who have been 
effectively cast out of the Catholic community.  
 







































































   
1. Introduction 
In what seems too significant to be used as a mere footnote to his book Archive 
Fever: A Freudian Impression, French philosopher Jacques Derrida notes that 
“there is no political power without control of the archive, if not of memory” 
(Derrida 1996, 4). His assertion points not only to the significance of the archive 
for those in power, but also for those subjected to it. As visual culture scholar 
Ariella Aïsha Azoulay has noted, the archive has historically functioned as a neutral 
form of mediation between not only the past and the present, but also between 
history and politics (Azoulay 2019, 42). Derrida’s statement helps to clarify the 
faithlessness of this supposed neutrality, pointing to the constructed nature of the 
archive itself and to the extent to which the things that societies remember impact 
upon questions of power and control in everyday life.  
This problem is focalized in Anna Burns’ novel and winner of the Man-
Booker Prize, Milkman (2018). Set at the peak of the Northern Irish Troubles in the 
1970s in which sectarian and political violence rule over the local Catholic 
community, the novel recounts a disturbing story of the stalking and subsequent 
social exclusion of an 18-year-old girl by a local paramilitary figure. The novel is 
fraught with the threat of violence at every turn and, in a community still under the 
control of the British colonial state, is focused not on the control of that community 
through state power, but rather on the use of gossip as a way to both establish and 
maintain the interior power dynamics enacted by the local paramilitaries and upheld 
by members of the Catholic community itself. That Burns should choose the 
interiority of this power dynamic instead of the more widely discussed power 
dynamic effected by the British state is telling in relation to questions of control, 
history, and memory and allows her to interrogate these questions on a different 
scale.  
Throughout the course of this article, I will argue that the interior power 
structure depicted by Burns is maintained through gossip as a form of oral 
archiving, exacting conformity from the local community through the threat of 
reprisals in response to non-normative behavior. Because of gossip’s capacity to 
operate on the emotional climate of the community, such conformity is achieved 
through the rendering of private feelings as public affects, or what might be termed 






































































   
value of this currency, gossip carries with it the threat of excluding and archiving 
those who do not comply with implicit community norms.  
Although I am making the argument that gossip functions as a form of 
archival violence in Burns’ text, there are some critical distinctions that must be 
made between the archives of, for example, the British state and the informal 
archives rendered in Milkman by the renouncers. One such necessary distinction is 
that of temporality. As noted by Azoulay, colonial state archives have typically 
tended to produce a bygone past that serves to cement the state’s own position in 
the present; in other words, to relegate to the past a pre-colonial society that has 
already been completed and thus is no longer in existence due to the progressive 
and modernizing forces of the colonial state itself (2019, 43). Archives are thus 
typically presented as pre-formed and complete, although in reality they are often 
highly curated collections of documents that tell a particular story from a particular 
point of view. For this reason, we are able to visit archives that impart knowledge 
on such important events as the genocide of the European Jews during the 
Holocaust or the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York City in September 
2001. All of these archives offer a sense of something finished, something 
complete, or a bygone era on which to look back.  
What Burns attempts to show in her novel, however, is not such a 
retrospective glance back at an archived society purportedly no longer in existence, 
but instead a window into the process of archiving as it is in progress within a 
contested society. This offers the reader an entirely different perspective on both 
the history that is being created and on the mechanisms by which that history is 
produced. Burns’ point in Milkman is to draw attention to this temporal artifice and 
to reveal how these archives tend to occlude as much as they reveal. In turn, she is 
able to demonstrate the instrumental role of archives in creating and controlling a 
narrative in which imperialism and colonialism (or, as in this instance, patriarchal 
power structures) can be seen as justified and worthwhile. By simply asking us to 
watch the process of archiving as it unfolds, Burns enables her readers to thereby 
question the end-product of the archive itself and to open to speculation the futurity 
and validity of a society that relies on such strategies for its success.  
Burns’ depiction of the contemporaneous archival practices in Milkman also 
modifies the sense of perceived neutrality needed to legitimize the archive as a 






































































   
device of the state allowed it to be taken up as a model, which in turn enabled it to 
be further institutionalized (2019, 42). In this way, the archive came to be seen as 
“a neutral threshold separating the past and the present, history and politics“ 
(Azoulay 2019, 42). Burns’ work in Milkman is to rip off the façade of archival 
neutrality and to expose the archival processes and practices as they work in action. 
Looking at the archive as a work in progress, as Burns does, thus limits the tendency 
to think of the archive as a pre-established and neutral repository of knowledge. A 
critical piece of my argument here, in fact, is that the power structures exhibited in 
Milkman are established and maintained precisely through the use of gossip and 
hearsay; that is, through the non-neutral interiority of the local community as a 
driving force behind the process of archiving that I read in Burns’ work. This is not 
to say that this specific form of archiving is non-neutral because of its interior and 
informal character; rather, it serves as an example that allows Burns to expose the 
myth of the neutral archive in general because of its obvious personal and 
subjective inflection.  
Burns’ demystification of archival temporality and neutrality prompts me to 
read her depiction of gossip as a live and ongoing archival endeavor, demanding 
that history be read as processual rather than evental. Simultaneously, Burns 
demonstrates the real-time consequences of the archive for human subjects who 
may find themselves re-cast as archival objects through their non-compliance. The 
contemporaneous archival practices foregrounded in the novel thus delimit the 
potential for subjectivity to only two clear forms: those who prop up existing power 
dynamics through their compliance or connection with power and those who hold 
it (what Michael Rothberg has termed the “implicated subject” (2019)), and those 
who have been expelled from the Catholic community for their supposed 
misdemeanors (what Burns herself terms in the novel the “beyond-the-pales” 
(2018)).  
By interrogating the formative elements of the trope of gossip and the 
resulting affect(s) that this trope brings, this article will reveal not only the central 
role that archiving plays in demands for power and the centrality of the archive in 
constructing subjectivities, but also the informal and non-traditional forms that such 
archival practices may take. To elucidate the way in which gossip functions in the 
process of archiving that I read in Burns’ text, I point to what I am terming a 






































































   
community. Indeed, I contend that such non-traditional forms of archiving actually 
mimic the structures laid out by the colonial oppressors and as such perpetuate what 
Azoulay has termed “differential citizenship,” a principle under which those from 
colonial outposts came to be governed differentially from those in or from the 
metropole (2019, 39). In Burns’ novel, I argue that this manifests in the informal 
governance enacted by the male paramilitaries over the local community and more 
specifically, as exhibited by the protagonist of the novel, over young women. 
2. Context  
To understand the power dynamics at play within the community that Burns depicts, 
it is first necessary to understand the history of Northern Ireland and its relationship 
to British imperialism. Northern Ireland is one of the four countries of the United 
Kingdom, having been annexed from the Republic of Ireland in 1921. Ireland itself 
is comprised of four provinces, with Northern Ireland being located in the province 
of Ulster in the north-east of the island. To complicate matters, when the Republic 
of Ireland was established, the province of Ulster was split, with three 
(predominantly nationalist) counties staying in the Republic and six (predominantly 
unionist) counties being annexed to the North. This complicated division of land 
also follows a long and bloody history of British invasions into the land mass of 
Ireland as a whole, with centuries of domination having played out by the time the 
Troubles began. One of the most significant aspects of this long history of 
domination is what is often referred to as the Ulster Plantations, in which King 
James I of England oversaw the organized colonization of Ulster with populations 
from northern England and southern Scotland in the early seventeenth century. The 
eventual partition of Ireland into north and south in 1921 came just five years after 
the 1916 Easter Uprising in which Republicans attempted to take back the country 
by direct and violent means. The political deal that was eventually reached left 
Northern Ireland still under British rule and with a population comprised of a 
unionist (British loyalist) majority. The Troubles themselves began in the late 1960s 
when a civil rights campaign for the rights of Northern Irish Catholics was met with 
violence from both unionists and the police, and ultimately the British army was 
deployed to deal with the severe and ongoing violence that resulted. 
Burns’ novel takes us right to the heart of this complex situation. The novel 






































































   
place in the late 1970s when the Troubles were at their peak. Told as a retrospective 
account by an unnamed 18-year-old known only as “middle sister” who lives with 
her widowed mother and younger sisters, the novel revolves around the rumored 
affair between the narrator and a middle-aged man known only as “the milkman,” 
a plot point that, in its falsity, enables Burns to establish the centrality of hearsay 
and gossip from the outset as well as its significant role in the events that follow. In 
establishing gossip as a primary (albeit unreliable) foundation of the story, Burns is 
thus also able to present the narrator’s motivation for telling her story as the ability 
to tell her story – that is, to effectively rewrite the stories that have allegedly already 
been told about her. 
The story is thus related through a first-person narrative from a narrator whose 
apparent goal is to reclaim her autonomy and to set the record straight; the text in 
fact reads as somewhere between an internal monologue and colloquial speech in 
style – what Laura Miller, writing for The New Yorker, calls “unspooling, 
digressive, and fretfully ruminative” (2018). This sense of interiority alerts the 
reader to the subjective nature of the narration and is in fact a crucial piece of Burns’ 
work, giving the reader an inside perspective that does not appear to strive toward 
objectivity or historicity, but that instead both meshes in style with, and stakes out 
a distinct claim from, the hearsay and gossip that feeds the “district consciousness” 
of Milkman (Burns 2018, 141). The retrospective telling of the narrative is also 
significant, allowing the narrator some temporal distance with which to mediate the 
events of the novel as they are presented to the reader. Of particular note here is the 
narrator’s revealing of the ending of the story in the very first sentence of the novel; 
the decision by Burns to reveal the ending immediately, without context, and to 
then return to the beginning of the story for the narrator to reveal her version of 
events, actually implies that the narrator is somewhat distanced from the paranoic 
atmosphere of the text. The narration of the text is thus revealed as a constructed 
recreation that allows the narrator to portray the “district consciousness” on her own 
terms. 
This consciousness is characterized not only by its proclivity for gossip but 
also by its utilization of gossip as a means to elicit compliance and consensus. Such 
gossip is imparted to the reader through the narrator, who opens the novel with 
allegations of gossip surrounding her own situation, as she is accused of having an 






































































   
the narrator makes clear from the outset in stating that “I had not been having an 
affair with the milkman. I did not like the milkman and had been frightened and 
confused by his pursuing and attempting an affair with me” (Burns 2018, 1). 
Importantly, the milkman also reportedly holds a high position with the 
“renouncers,” or local paramilitaries, a fact that gains both he and the narrator much 
notoriety as the narrative progresses. The narrator is, in fact, dating a young man 
referred to only as “maybe-boyfriend,” whom the milkman later threatens with 
death in order to emotionally blackmail the narrator into a relationship with him. 
The novel painstakingly follows the milkman’s stalking of the narrator and her 
subsequent exclusion from the community in which she resides as the rumor mill 
turns against her. It culminates with the death of the milkman at the hands of the 
state police and the resumption of a relative life-as-usual for the narrator. 
3. Structures of power 
One of the complicating factors in reading Burns’ novel stems from her decision to 
create a female narrator and to thus impress upon the reader from the outset a sense 
of the multiple and layered oppressions that the narrator is enshrouded in. Her 
choice to foreground this story, to tell this portion of Northern Irish history from 
below as it were, thus necessarily obscures those established histories with which 
we as readers might be more readily familiar and that have already been widely 
enshrined in the popular imagination through sanctioned forms of archiving and 
historicizing such as newscasting and history books. Burns’ decision to focus the 
novel from this particular point of view can thus be seen as a deliberate ploy to 
combat what Azoulay has called the “imperial retentiveness” of the renouncers 
(2019, 12–13), or the inability to shed the effects of imperial violence as both a way 
of life and a form of subjectivity, evidenced in the male-dominated power structures 
within the Catholic community.  
These power structures are illuminated particularly clearly when the 
renouncers convene a kangaroo court to punish “Somebody McSomebody,” a 
young man who attacks the narrator after she rejects his sexual advances. Such 
courts “happened. They just did,” according to the narrator’s telling (Burns 2018, 
310). In their “pernickety, encyclopaedic, rather impressive though obsessive 
hierarchies,” the renouncers create an “owner’s and user’s guide” in which they 






































































   
behaviours that could be committed by us as transgressors, miscreants and 
contemptible scoundrels of the area” (Burns 2018, 310–311). In positioning 
themselves at the top of this hierarchy, and bolstered by their proclivity for doling 
out violent consequences to those who do not comply with their dictates, the 
renouncers thus stake their claim as de facto rulers of the community through their 
emulation of imperial judicial systems that were historically used to rule – 
differentially – over the state’s imperial subjects. Although in this case there are no 
violent consequences from the renouncers for Somebody McSomebody’s 
transgressions, previous violent reprisals, as communicated through the community 
gossip network, are enough to establish the legitimacy of the renouncers as the 
judges of the court, and their power thus remains unchecked.  
The patriarchal leadership on display in the novel thus operates through the 
retention of imperial-style rule, as the renouncers attempt to maintain and 
consolidate control over their local community through both actualized physical 
violence and through the threat of violence implied by the archive of gossip that 
structures the consciousness of the community. In Azoulay’s reading, such imperial 
modes of governance cannot be countered with alternatives, but instead can only be 
unlearned and dismantled in order to destroy the permanence of existing knowledge 
and memory that creates the world in which it resides (2019, 12–13). This sense of 
memory as potentially world-making is crucial and points to the significance of 
Milkman’s oral archival practices in contests for power and domination.  
4. Communal consciousness 
Burns’ characterization of the distinctly non-neutral “district consciousness,” 
spurred on as it is by gossip, is a crucial piece of the power dynamic that is depicted 
in the text. This consciousness evidences a demand for conformity that organizes 
and structures the world of the narrator and her acquaintances to maintain the status 
quo for those at its helm. This is evidenced quite starkly in the scene in which 
maybe-boyfriend’s car parts are held up to scrutiny by members of the local 
community. Maybe-boyfriend is in fact an avid collector of cars, and parts of cars 
fill up his house in various places. While in other locations and climates this may 
be seen only as evidence of a personal hobby and perhaps a proclivity for hoarding 
as a personal and individual fault, trouble begins when maybe-boyfriend brings 






































































   
neighbors and acquaintances come to see the car part for themselves. One neighbor 
in particular, however, takes issue with maybe-boyfriend’s possession of the car 
part given that that particular brand of car often included a British flag on its models, 
and he threatens to relay this information to the renouncers as he expresses his 
confusion over maybe-boyfriend’s obtuseness: 
 
‘It’s that I’m bewildered’, he stressed, ‘that anyone from “our side of the road” 
would let their proclivity for car bits override what should be an instinctual recoil 
from the other side’s symbolism and badges. And if the local boys should get to 
hear’ – here he meant the renouncers which meant they would get to hear because 
he would make it his duty to tell them – ‘the one who bought that flag in might 
find himself facing some hefty street justice. And what of the dead people – all 
those killed so far in these political problems? Is it to be the case then, that all of 
them died in vain?’ (Burns 2018, 29) 
 
In just one short speech, Burns demonstrates the rapid transition from the individual 
enjoyment of a hobby to the potential of being collectively labeled a traitor and the 
attendant threat of violent punishment that that label would bring. She then moves 
to the conclusion of this warped logic by noting that any deviance from nationalistic 
conformity must necessarily mean a lack of respect for the martyrs of that 
nationalism. The neighbor’s tirade thus demonstrates the degree to which the 
collective must override the individual within the community that Burns depicts 
and signifies a need for conformity that will be otherwise extracted if adherence to 
local norms is not appropriately followed. Such conformity is here elicited through 
the threat of gossip and violent reprisal, demonstrating the significance of 
community compliance as these tools are weaponized to maintain the existing 
hierarchy of power.  
Conformity in the local community is achieved not only through the threat of 
gossip and violence, as in this instance, but also through a diverse array of tactics 
that serve to delimit and control what members of the community are able to do and 
to say. Some of this is preestablished by the strained and often violent dynamic 
between the Catholic community and the British state, or between the Catholic 
community and its Protestant neighbors. At a very obvious level, territorial 
demarcations enact both physical and psychological borders within the community 
as freedom of movement is restricted and relationships with those from external 
communities are forbidden. But these directives on how to live inform every aspect 
of life and tightly condition the available modes of existing and interacting within 






































































   
 
As regards this psycho-political atmosphere, with its rules of allegiance, of tribal 
identification, of what was allowed and not allowed, matters didn’t stop at ‘their 
names’ and at ‘our names’, at ‘us’ and ‘them’, at ‘our community’ and ‘their 
community’, at ‘over the road’, ‘over the water’ and ‘over the border’ [...]. There 
was food and drink. The right butter. The wrong butter. The tea of allegiance. The 
tea of betrayal. There were ‘our shops’ and ‘their shops.’ Placenames. What 
schools you went to. What prayers you said. What hymns you sang. How you 
pronounced your ‘haitch’ or ‘aitch’. Where you went to work. And of course there 
were bus-stops. There was the fact that you created a political statement 
everywhere you went, and with everything you did, even if you didn’t want to. 
There was a person’s appearance also, because it was believed you could tell 
‘their sort from over the road’ from ‘your sort this side of the road’ by the very 
physical form of a person. There was choice of murals, or traditions, of 
newspapers, of anthems, of ‘special days’, of passport, of coinage, of the police, 
of civic powers, of the soldiery, the paramilitary. During the era of not letting 
bygones be bygones there was any number of examples and many nuances of 
affiliation. (Burns 2018, 25) 
 
The “psycho-political atmosphere” identified by the narrator here is both a cause 
and effect of the gossip culture that breeds in the local community. As the narrator 
highlights, much of this atmosphere is not actually determined by the rules that 
dictate how the community interacts with its external neighbors or even with state 
powers but is rather created in large part by directives that demand adherence to 
interior rules and norms. Because every statement or act can be read as political, 
even drinking the wrong kind of tea can bring potentially violent judgment from 
other members of the community. It is perhaps not surprising, then, when the 
narrator notes that “these were knife-edge times, primal times, with everybody 
suspicious of everybody” (Burns 2018, 27).  
5. Emotional Habitus  
The narrator’s insistence on suspicion as a primary affect offers a critical insight 
into the emotional climate of the community as a whole. Although there are very 
real events that occur in the text and thus prove suspicion to be often warranted, 
there is also an all-encompassing, claustrophobic fear that pervades the community 
and comes to dictate the behaviors and interactions of its members. Thus, the text 
depicts an affective loop that repeats itself in a circular motion: fear fuels paranoia, 
paranoia leads to gossip, and gossip in turn leads to more fear, with real instances 
of transgression and violence occurring in the spaces in between. This paranoic 
affective loop ultimately renders the validity or invalidity of the fear itself 






































































   
becomes one of the defining affects of the text as Burns depicts a climate of 
gendered totalitarian control wielded through psychological warfare.  
This sense of paranoia has been aptly described by cultural theorist Sianne 
Ngai in her book Ugly Feelings, in which she describes it as “a species of fear based 
on the dysphoric apprehension of a holistic and all-encompassing system” (2005, 
299). It is precisely this apprehension that drives the fear and suspicion that floods 
the text, as the narrator encounters and is enmeshed in the system propagated by the 
renouncers to keep control of the local community. In establishing the centrality of 
suspicion as a defining affect, then, Burns signals the manipulation of non-neutral 
affective states as constitutive of the renouncers’ ability to exert power over the 
local community.  
Before I move on to discuss the specific mechanics of this paranoic affect, I 
want to touch briefly on what this circulation of affect means for the local 
community in which the novel is set. It is important to note here that the affect itself, 
while it operates at the level of feeling and emotion, has much bigger implications 
for how the community operates. But what I have previously referred to as the 
“emotional climate” of Burns’ text might better be served by looking toward 
sociologist Deborah Gould’s explication of the concept of “emotional habitus” in 
which she works with French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s conception of a habitus 
as  
 
[...] socially constituted, commonsensical, taken-for-granted understandings or 
schemas in any social grouping that, operating beneath conscious awareness, on 
the level of bodily understanding, provide members with a disposition or 
orientation to action, a “sense of the game” and how best to play it. (Gould 2009, 
33)  
 
Using the concept of habitus to inform her work, Gould delineates a schema for an 
emotional habitus that helps to contextualize the circulation of affect and emotion 
in Burns’ text. According to Gould, an emotional habitus pertains specifically to “a 
social grouping’s collective and only partly conscious emotional dispositions, that 
is, members’ embodied, axiomatic inclinations toward certain feelings and ways of 
emoting” (2009, 32). Gould also draws attention to the significance of individual 
and collective feelings, noting that, because people’s feelings have been directly 
affected, “a collectivity’s emotional habitus can decisively influence political 
action, in part because feelings play an important role in generating and foreclosing 






































































   
An emotional habitus is thus a structural framework that delimits the range of 
emotions and ways of emoting within a given community; as Gould later notes, it 
“structures individual and collective practices” and “is itself also structured by such 
practices and thus as well by the social conditions that shape people’s dispositions” 
(2009, 33). This collective and only partially conscious way of emoting, as well as 
the political consequences that ensue, is crucial in Burns’ text, not only in relation 
to the fear and paranoia that grips the narrator throughout, but also because it alludes 
to the critical act of “fitting in” that the narrator must do in order to survive in her 
own community. Indeed, the neighbor’s insistence that the narrator’s sometime-
boyfriend is somehow deviant for not evincing an “instinctual recoil” from the 
politically offensive car part demonstrates the extent to which conformity is 
expected in every area of an individual’s life, even those areas that might be 
considered to be personal and private. Maybe-boyfriend’s failure to feel the correct 
emotions thus becomes a public and political problem for other members of the 
community who mark him as different and therefore potentially dangerous. Part of 
the success of the network of gossip and fear in fact lies in the covert manipulation 
of emotions that occurs and the renouncers’ ability to frame social issues as 
individual problems.  
The most striking example of this in the text lies perhaps in the milkman’s 
singling out of the narrator unexpectedly, an act that separates her from her family 
and friends and leaves her isolated in relation to the local community. Instead of the 
community rallying around the narrator to ensure her well-being, she is instead 
rendered responsible for the gendered violence that is subtly implied in each 
successive meeting with the milkman. This is evident from the exchange that occurs 
between the narrator and her eldest sister almost immediately after her first 
encounter with the milkman in which he kerb-crawls alongside the narrator as she 
is walking and reading her book:  
 
First time that was all that happened – and already a rumour started up. Eldest 
sister came round to see me because her husband, my now forty-one-year-old 
brother-in-law, had sent her round to see me. She was to apprise me and warn 
me. She said I had been seen talking with this man [...] She tried to persist in 
advising me to behave myself, in warning me that I was doing myself no favours 
[...]. (Burns 2018, 4)  
 
This gendered dynamic of blaming the young woman for the threat of sexual and 






































































   
private feelings as public and thus sustains the existing emotional habitus of the 
community. The emotional component of this becomes clearer as the text 
progresses and as we see the narrator begin to assign more blame to herself for her 
deteriorating emotional state, despite the intense emotional and psychological 
pressure that she is experiencing.  
Gould explains this element of the emotional habitus by noting that it  
 
locates feelings within social relations and practices, thereby pointing toward 
their conventionality and countering a standard understanding of feelings as 
wholly interior to the individual [...] Indeed, an emotional habitus has force 
precisely because its bodily and axiomatic qualities obscure the social, 
conventional nature of feelings and generate the sense that what one is feeling is 
entirely one’s own. (2009, 35) 
 
This public appropriation of personal feeling has further consequences as the 
stalking of the narrator and the related gossip attached to it escalates. The narrator 
notes, as the rumor mill intensifies and members of the town confront her, that “the 
only way though, I knew how to counter them was by doing my own dissembling 
myself” (Burns 2018, 174). This strategic dissembling, in which she pretends to be 
ignorant of the gossip in question, leads to the breakdown of the narrator’s mental 
and emotional well-being, and even her sense of identity, as she continues to 
employ it: 
 
Thing was though, before I’d gained the understanding of what was happening, 
my seemingly flattened approach to life became less a pretence and more and 
more real as time went on. At first an emotional numbness set in. Then my head, 
which initially had reassured with ‘Excellent. Well done. Successfully am I 
fooling them in that they do not know who I am or what I’m thinking or what I’m 
feeling’, now began itself to doubt I was even there [...] Thus my feelings stopped 
expressing. Then they stopped existing. And now this numbance from nowhere 
had come so far on in its development that along with others in the area finding 
me inaccessible, I, too came to find me inaccessible. My inner world, it seemed, 
had gone away. (Burns 2018, 177–178) 
 
The narrator’s move from dissembling to “numbance” effectively demonstrates 
how the rendering of private feelings as public leads to the disappearance of any 
kind of individualized awareness of emotion. As the narrator gets caught up in the 
scandal with the milkman and how to appropriately navigate it within the 
community, her ability to feel her own emotions disappears and her internal 
emotional landscape becomes no longer her own as both it and she are rendered 






































































   
crucially represented as rendering the narrator as “inaccessible,” and the narrator’s 
potential transition from subject to object begins.  
6. Gossip 
The notion that private subjects are forced to become public is also evidenced by 
the community’s power to dictate and modify the behavior of individual persons, 
as demonstrated by its proclivity for surveillance, gossip, and “not letting bygones 
be bygones.” The normative function of the emotional habitus marks the narrator 
as different for her refusal to give up those behaviors that are deemed to be outside 
of its norms and, through gossip, she is earmarked as a source of suspicion for the 
simple act of reading while walking. In a meeting with her longest friend in which 
the narrator believes she can describe her stalking experiences to an impartial ear, 
she finds instead that she has been summoned to receive a warning to discontinue 
her nonconformist behavior: 
 
‘It’s the way you do it – reading books, whole books, taking notes, checking 
footnotes, underlining passages as if you’re at some desk or something, in a 
private little study or something, the curtains closed, your lamp on, a cup of tea 
beside you, essays being penned – your discourses, your lucubrations. It’s 
disturbing. It’s deviant. It’s optical illusional. Not public-spirited. Not self-
preservation. Calls attention to itself and why – with enemies at the door, with 
the community under siege, with us all having to pull together – would anyone 
want to call attention to themselves here?’ (Burns 2018, 200) 
 
The friend’s description of such a simple behavior, a behavior that affects nobody 
but the narrator herself, is not only a clear indicator of the level of oversight and 
scrutiny that each member of the community is subjected to on a daily basis, but 
also of the perceived seriousness of the offence of not fitting in with implicit local 
norms.  
More than this, the conversation between the narrator and her longest friend 
also demonstrates what it means to have one’s behavior become publicly open to 
scrutiny and further subject to penalty when it is found to be deviant in some way. 
The narrator learns this the hard way when she is informed that her behavior has in 
fact placed her in the district consciousness as a “beyond-the-pale,” or what 
effectively amounts to being labeled and treated as a social outcast (Burns 2018, 
199). Although the etymology of this phrase is somewhat contested, it has typically 
been used in Ireland to denote those who lived outside the strictures of British rule 






































































   
phrase in the novel, then, is clear; it denotes both the system of classification that 
categorizes individuals in the local community and the exclusionary nature of those 
categories as they operate in practice.  
Throughout the novel, the narrator has discussed several of these beyond-the-
pale characters, always assuming herself to be outside of their isolated world, and 
so her shock is perhaps justified when she learns she has been placed into the same 
category. Many of the other beyond-the-pales in the novel are consigned there for 
offences that, if true, are serious indeed. One such example is “tablets girl,” who is 
accused of poisoning members of the local community. For this reason, the narrator 
is dismayed that what she perceives to be a harmless habit of reading-while-walking 
also consigns her to this list of outcasts. Interestingly, it is perhaps the assumed 
private nature of reading as an activity or event that establishes her status as a 
community outcast. In a world in which borders are hard and uncompromising, the 
narrator’s reappropriation of the private act of reading into the public realm marks 
a blurring of boundaries that is simply not acceptable in the community in which 
she lives. The narrator’s categorization as a “beyond-the-pale” thus highlights a 
dichotomy between the way in which the emotional habitus operates and the 
behavior that is allowed from its members. Whereas the emotional habitus in 
Milkman operates via the hidden obfuscations and reversals of public and private 
emotions, this is always covert and unexplained; such behavior, when it is publicly 
exhibited by a junior community member, cannot be tolerated and risks exposing 
the very foundation on which the renouncers’ power is cemented. 
The use of the phrase beyond-the-pale as a category in itself is telling of the 
systems and classifications that the renouncers establish to maintain their power. 
These systems operate on the simple premise of binary logic which, in this instance, 
offers two choices – inside vs. outside the community. This is the same logic that 
underpins and supports the emotional habitus overall, with behaviors being deemed 
simply right or wrong and any deviance from this binary being reported through the 
network of gossip established in the local community. It is only by challenging this 
binary logic that these strict categorizations can be brought into question and 
imperially retentive modes of classification and operation can be contested.  
Gender studies scholar and critical theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has 
usefully coined the phrase “nonce taxonomies” for discussing the liberatory 






































































   
deviant (1990, 23). Inherent to Sedgwick’s work here is the radical possibility of 
exceeding or shifting the binaries that mark such classification and categorization. 
Indeed, Sedgwick describes the project of nonce taxonomies as “the making and 
unmaking and remaking and redissolution of hundreds of old and new categorical 
imaginings concerning all the kinds it may take to make up a world” (1990, 23). In 
Sedgwick’s formulation of the nonce taxonomy, the act and art of gossip is critical 
to the imagining of new and revisioned categorical systems that allow for different 
modes of being in the world. As noted in Epistemology of the Closet, 
 
…probably everybody who survives at all has reasonably rich, unsystematic 
resources of nonce taxonomy for mapping out the possibilities, dangers, and 
stimulations of their human social landscape. It is probably people with the 
experience of oppression or subordination who have most need to know it; and I 
take the precious, devalued arts of gossip, immemorially associated in European 
thought with servants, with effeminate and gay men, with all women, to have to 
do not even so much with the transmission of necessary news as with the 
refinement of necessary skills for making, testing, and using unrationalized and 
provisional hypotheses about what kinds of people there are to be found in one’s 
world. (Sedgwick 1990, 22–23) 
 
Although Sedgwick rightly draws attention to the associations of gossip with 
women and gay men, my main concern here is not with gossip as it has been 
previously used but with the ways in which it is deployed in Burns’ text. Her 
depiction of gossip in Milkman eschews the liberatory potential that Sedgwick takes 
pains to note and in doing so underscores again the imperial retentiveness in the 
renouncers’ strategies for maintaining power. The renouncers’ cynical and tactical 
facilitation of gossip draws attention to the extent to which their politics are non-
liberatory even as they fight for liberation from their colonial oppressor. But that is 
not to say that Burns herself shies away from the potential for liberation; I would 
argue instead that Burns focuses on such non-liberatory politics precisely to 
demonstrate the restrictive nature of the climate on which she is writing, and that 
the narrator’s deliberate snubbing of the boundaries in front of her represent an 
attempt to break out of the restrictive molds that confine her. As an example of this, 
note how, when confronted by her eldest sister about the milkman’s interest in her, 
the narrator responds with a stubbornness that she relates as characteristic: 
 
She tried to persist in advising me to behave myself, in warning me that I was 
doing myself no favours, that of all the men to take up with – But that was enough 
[...] Already I could feel my stubbornness, my ‘mind your own business’ arising. 
Unfortunately whenever that happened, I’d pretty much turn perverse, refuse to 






































































   
 
Although this section pertains to a supposed relationship with the milkman that in 
reality does not exist, the narrator’s attitude is also characteristic of her responses 
to being told to stop reading while walking and, as her friend later notes in their 
meeting, it is her refusal to see this deviant behavior that has placed her on the state 
forces’ radar: 
 
‘No wonder’, she said, ‘they’re clocking and stopping you extra’. ‘Not extra’, I 
objected. ‘They’re clocking and stopping me without previous stoppings because 
Milk-‘ ‘No’, she said. ‘They’re stopping you because you’ve drawn attention to 
yourself with your beyond-the-pale reading-while-‘ ‘No’, I said. ‘If that were 
true, how come they weren’t stopping me before Milk-‘ ‘But they were stopping 
you! They do stop you! They stop everybody!’ (Burns 2018, 207) 
 
The narrator’s determination to trust her own memory here is also tied to her 
unwillingness to follow the codes of the district. The district consciousness here 
demands that the narrator believes evidence that does not exist as it attempts to pin 
her ostracization from the community on her own behavior rather than on that of a 
violent and predatory community leader. In this short exchange, Burns is able to 
demonstrate the potentially propagandistic nature of archival technologies, as 
gossip about the narrator decides and cements the narrative about her that the 
community takes up.  
7. Modes of subjectivity 
The narrator’s refusal to reside within the categories that the district consciousness 
so aggressively sets out for her also evinces her desire for a more full and free type 
of subjectivity that is not available to her within the bounds of the local community. 
The options that the community lays out for her are, unsurprisingly, based upon a 
binary in which the narrator can participate in her own oppression and those of 
others around her, or in which she can be consigned to the category of beyond-the-
pale and be permanently ostracized from the local community. The narrator’s 
insistence on adhering to the truth of the situation and her attempts to retain her 
sense of identity – and thus to eschew both of these categories – can be usefully 
understood in terms of philosopher Alain Badiou’s notion of fidelity, which 
Rothberg draws on in his assertion that “acts of fidelity construct truths out of the 
voids of state violence; they name the event and make possible the slow, 
fundamental transformation of the structure of the situation” (2019, 196). In 






































































   
the violence of the renouncers who, while not agents of the state, functionally fill a 
similar role in the community that the narrator inhabits.  
The narrator’s choices are thus comprised of being outcast as beyond-the-pale 
or of participating in the system that oppresses her. This latter option can loosely 
be understood in terms of Rothberg’s notion of the implicated subject, which he 
notes as someone who “contribute[s] to, inhabit[s], inherit[s], or benefit[s] from 
regimes of domination but [does] not originate or control such regimes” (2019, 1). 
Rothberg goes on to note that: 
 
An implicated subject is neither a victim nor a perpetrator, but rather a participant 
in histories and social formations that generate the positions of victim and 
perpetrator, and yet in which most people do not occupy such clear-cut roles. Less 
“actively” involved than perpetrators, implicated subjects do not fit the mold of 
the “passive” bystander, either. Although indirect or belated, their actions and 
inactions help produce and reproduce the positions of victims and perpetrators. 
In other words, implicated subjects help propagate the legacies of historical 
violence and prop up the structures of inequality that mark the present; apparently 
direct forms of violence turn out to rely on indirection. (2019, 1–2) 
 
Had the narrator declined her fidelity to the truth of the situation, it is not difficult 
to imagine her necessarily becoming implicated in the machinations of the district 
consciousness and its violence. This position is, however, demonstrated more aptly 
in the text by the behavior of the narrator’s longest friend: a willingness to 
participate in harmful gossip, to align herself with those in positions of power, and 
to turn away from those who are victimized by those who enact the oppressive 
system in its current form. The friend’s position is difficult to assess; while it may 
seem that she is more closely aligned with the perpetrators, as Rothberg notes, this 
subject position is often murky and complex, and rarely can it be simplified to the 
level of the stark binaries that are presented within Burns’ novel. The friend’s 
willingness to advance the aims of the renouncers whilst retaining her distance from 
the actual violence committed – along with her own potential victim-status if she 
does not occupy this role – therefore positions her in the murky realm of implication 
in which she assists in perpetuating, but does not directly perpetrate, the violence 
that engulfs the local community.  
The narrator’s ostracization in being consigned to the category of beyond-the-
pale, however, appears instead to fulfil the alternate mode of subject-position on 
offer in the text. While I initially described this as a subject position, what I am 
actually attempting to describe here is a process in which the archival practice of 






































































   
the world in which they live. As previously noted, gossip here operates as a means 
of structuring the emotional habitus of the local community and thus eliciting 
conformity with accepted norms.  
Gossip also operates via a dual temporality; it creates an affective climate in 
the present that dictates and modifies the behaviors of those within its reach, whilst 
also building a collection of archival artefacts – of stories about certain community 
members – that can be weaponized should a given subject deviate from the locally 
accepted norm. In this latter instance, the non-neutrality of the archive aids in 
excluding those subjects and in stripping away their sense of identity and autonomy, 
ultimately rendering them subjectless. In this state, they are then ready to be 
archived themselves and their transition to a former subject – someone who 
previously occupied a subject position in the local community but is now only 
understandable in terms of the past – is complete. In this way, the entire goal of the 
renouncers in maintaining a power structure in which beyond-the-pales exist is to 
strip non-compliant individuals of their rights to full subjectivity and render them 
instead as objects in the archive of the district consciousness.  
Fortunately for the narrator, however, attempts to strip away her subjectivity 
and to effectively archive her ultimately fail. Indeed, one of the crucial factors in 
her survival and relative freedom is not only the death of the milkman, but also the 
capacity of the women in the community to ultimately come to her aid. The narrator 
notes early in the text that 
 
[s]mall-numbered women, unless married to, mother of, groupie of, or in some 
way connected with the men of power in our area – meaning the paramilitaries in 
our area – would have gotten nowhere in directing communal action, in 
influencing to their advantage public opinion here. Local women en masse, 
however, do so command, and on the rare occasions when they rose up against 
some civic, social or local circumstance, they presented a surprising formidable 
force of which other forces, usually considered more formidable, had no choice 
but to take note. (Burns 2018, 12) 
 
It is precisely the women’s understanding of the importance of public opinion that 
is significant here, a fact that is brought fully to bear on the narrator’s situation after 
one of the local young men, Somebody McSomebody, attempts to rape her in the 
toilets of a local club. Whilst a group of women do physically stave off Somebody 
McSomebody and thus protect the narrator, it is important to note that this physical 







































































   
So they beat him up. And it was for his behavior that they beat him up, not for 
the irritation of guns, for wearing a balaclava when everybody knew who he was 
anyway; not for threatening me either, a woman, one of their soul sisters. No. It 
was for being a man and coming into the Ladies unannounced [...] It was that he 
had no manners basically. (Burns 2018, 310) 
 
The women’s attack of Somebody McSomebody is thus not a direct attempt to help 
the narrator and, while this removes her from immediate physical harm, it is not the 
most crucial aspect of the episode. This can be observed instead in the bringing up 
of Somebody McSomebody on ¼ rape charges in a local kangaroo court, an event 
that would not have happened without the women’s influence on public opinion and 
without the gossip they inevitably engaged in with their partners after the event. 
The narrator notes that it  
 
seemed you could easily spark an international incident if you didn’t walk out of 
your door and at least make polite gesture to some of their hairbrained, demented 
ideas. That was why our renouncers tormented themselves and bent over 
backwards, trying their damnedest to please and to include into the discourse our 
beyond-the-pale women. (Burns 2018, 311) 
 
The significance of the women’s opinion is thus employed in a positive manner 
precisely because of their proclivity for gossip, and it is their understanding of the 
significance of public opinion that partially aids in saving the narrator from both 
physical and emotional harm. The women’s intervention allows Burns to recuperate 
some liberatory potential for the act of gossip even as the renouncers use it in their 
attempts to archive non-conforming members of the community and, importantly, 
establishes a predecessor to the narrator’s attempts to retain subjectivity while also 
being cast as beyond-the-pale. 
The narrator’s ability to present and tell her own story, as she does in the 
retrospective narration of the novel, also offers clear evidence for the failure of 
attempts to archive her as beyond-the-pale. The narrator’s narration instead offers 
a counternarrative to the archives of the renouncers, and her ability to reoccupy her 
old life outside of the codified norms of the district consciousness attests to the 
liberatory potential for some kind of middle ground that sits outside of the strict 
binaries that the renouncers seek to enforce. As the narrator notes at the close of the 
novel, “I inhaled the early evening light and realized this was softening, what others 
might term a little softening” (Burns 2018, 348). While this might not be the radical 
reclamation that some readers seek for the narrator, there is no doubt some small 






































































   
8. Conclusion  
Throughout the course of this essay, I have made the case for the centrality of the 
archive in demands for power. I have demonstrated that gossip can serve as an 
informal archival technology and thus that gossip, in this particular setting, offers a 
way for power to be both harnessed and maintained. In Burns’ novel, this grab for 
power operates through an appropriation of private feelings into public affects, 
which then constitute the district consciousness and as such contribute to demands 
for conformity and compliance from its subjects. In order to conform, subjects must 
become implicated in networks of oppression; if they dissent, they risk a 
dissemblance of their mental state and identity. As objects of local gossip, they no 
longer retain the level of autonomy required to participate in community life and 
are confined to the position of community outcast; effectively, they are rendered 
subjectless.  
The novel’s ending, however, with the relative freedom of the narrator 
established, demands an exteriority to those limited modes of subjectivity that are 
offered throughout the text. Consequently, the reader is able to imagine alternate 
conceptions of archiving and history-making that, along with Azoulay’s demand 
for an “unlearning” of both the archive and imperialism, allow for the “potential to 
reverse history,” to “[unlearn] the divisions of time and space” and to forge modes 
of co-citizenship that do not prioritize the rights of some against the rights of others” 
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